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For Wick, Sean and David 
er 


to the memory of their father 


Between the red wail 
and the last blue, rattling breath 


sometimes, a singing. 
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An affirmation of one’s humanness, of one’s uniqueness 
and integrity, of one's right to self-determination, 
can look very much like despair. 
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TRUSTING THE ANESTHESIOLOGIST 


————— oa 


SIGMUND FREUD SPEAKS 


“So, my friend, for my fierce sins of pride 

and intellectual arrogance, say I died 

an alien and uncomplaining Jew, consumed by cancer, 
far from the Fatherland but true 

to my consuming passion for the truth. One answer, 
I continually cried, 

is worth a thousand questions, but I lied 


and did not know I lied. 


“Say that I was not to be seduced by beauty, 
even in youth, but burned with duty 

like the earnest flame 

the miners carry through the caves of ignorance. 
When they speak my name 

strong men may shudder at the dance 

of shadows. Say I was not afraid 

of shadows 

or the light by which shadows are made.” 


ASKING IT 


In the photograph they do not fade 
but stand there staring at the camera, 
two little girls in dirty dresses, barefoot. 
One is pretty. The other one is brave. 


It is a summer day in nineteen-thirty-nine, 

before the war, before first grade, 

before the town girls in their woolen skirts made them afraid 
of poverty. Like a bone that never knits, 

a wound that never closes, 

that lost innocence is retrograde 

and they are guilty, guilty of mistakes they'll make, 


have not yet made. 


Now in middleage I dream of houses, 
rented houses I have lived in, 

other marriages I might have made 

and I am desolate and sick with an old fury. 
Why do I wake up crying "Mama, mama?" 


What is the answer that I must evade? 


TRUSTING THE ANESTHESIOLOGIST 


The question is: 

can one die wittily, 

with grace and style, 

as one has lived, 

not clinging stubbornly to that outgrown shell 
of self as to a tantrum? 


Can one go trustfully 

into the dark 

not knowing, letting go 

and falling forward into sleep 
believing no man wakes 

to hell or heaven? 


Annihilation could be sweet, 

sweeter that the ectasies of angels. 
One would simply cease to be, 

world closing over memory like water. 


I'HE POET AS A MAD BOMBER 


At my mother's knee 

I learned the art of insurrection. 

One daily drop of venom inoculated me 

against the poisonous humility of women 

born to blush and breed 

without a glimmer of that glamour women need 
to make it as an anti-terrorist bomber. 


It took some time to grow breasts, 

to learn the measured unremarkable stride, 
to weave the trenchcoat of invisibility 

that lets me pass among you freely 

with my contraband of fuses. 


Apparently innocuous machines, triggered by time, 
will go off in your faces. You will bleed, 
and die, perhaps, and never know what hit you. 


AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF A REALIST 


We were never more than two bewildered strangers 

thrown together by my father's lust, your grudging acquiescence. 
What you wanted was romance; 

what you got was stark reality-- 

an infant daughter starving in a draughty house, 

reluctant even then to live 

the only life you had to offer. 


My father wanted sons. You failed him. 

He sensed some mad conspiracy in XX chromosomes 

and raged against you in his heart 

while you read "True Confessions," dreamed 

your lurid grade-B movie dreams, 

conceived another daughter in three months 

and then another, luckily aborted. 

How singularly unprepared you were 

to teach me how to live 

the life I've had to live, solving the Twentieth Century 

like an equation half of which is missing, 

half insane and trying to forgive 

my father for not forgiving me, 

even after I bore three sons 

flaunting their XY chromosomes like unique triumphant 
banners. 


PEOPLE FROM THE PAST 
WHO HAUNT YOUR DREAMS 


People form the past who haunt your dreams are never strangers. 
They may come disguised as strangers 

but are always father, mother, sister, brother-- only these 

and all umbued with powers of the tarot that transcend 

all earthly powers to bind them. 

Any one of them can snuff your other life out like a candle, 
plunge you into hell with the almost imperceptible 

flick of a finger. They can denounce you 

to the new Gestapo and be glad. 


Oh, all the fairy tales are psychologically true. 
We are still babes in the woods, asleep 
beneath a coverlet of leaves, condemned 

to die of helplessness and hunger 

unless we pluck our courage up and plunder 
the sad past for every crumb of hope 

our clever child-selves dropped to mark a trail 
to something we call home 

but cannot find our own way back to. 


SOMETHING OF SUBSTANCE 


Born in the Great Depression, 

how could we not be depressed? 

we were unwanted children, 

more mouths to feed, more bodies to be dressed. 
Before we spoke we knew firsthand 

these ambiguities - love and resentment, 

doting anger, food as bribery. 


Sugary means mama loves you best. 


How could we hope to learn 

that love is muscular and strenuous, a risk, 

a game of life and death you win 

by strict attention to the rules for years? 

The love we got was easy, sentimental, counterfeit, 
a currency as spendable as scrip 

and just as worthless in the world of work. 


Duty disguised as love is nevertheless 

not love. It’s merely duty. 

We grieve for some wholeheartedness 

we never saw expressed, 

the spinach and the carrots, oh the loving substances 
that build strong men who do not buckle under stress. 
We grieve for some dimension that is missing 

in us, some joy, some readiness. 


BACK HOME FORA FUNERAL 


Who are they now, these heavy women 
with their false teeth flashing semaphores 
I can’t read, flatulent and fiftyish 

in cozy kitchens kaffee-klatching, 


kin to me but sinister as stars in alien orbits? 


O I cry, come and comfort me with coffee 

but my own teeth are too dulled by many deaths 
and poetry. Who were we ever? 

I can’t crack the code. 


CROSSING THE CAPE FEAR 


I can see it in imagination miles ahead, 

the bridge, its massive superstructure 

built to last a hundred years, the brownish water 

scarcely moving now between clay banks 

held perilously in by roots and rootlets from which spring 
the tender shimmering greens of April and the road beyond 
that rises to the hilltop stoplight going green 

and we are up and over and the light turns red. 

The brakes hold. We do not slide backward 

but go on, for we are halfway home. 


You can't go back full grown. 

Crossing the Cape fear I become 

the wise child watching with x-ray eyes 

the woman I've become come home 

to hug her mama and pretend 

my books, read once, aren't hidden in a drawer. 
Recipes matter, and who sickened, died, has gallstones. 
I do not tell her I have won another prize. 

As a daughter I am welcome; as a poet, dumb. 


BORROWED TROUBLES 


Anxious, angular and overbred 

she sits in my dark panelled room and tells me 

how the whey-faced country women come 

to the free clinic every afternoon 

and sit for hours, clutching their plastic pocketbooks 
to their enormous bosoms. “They are so fat. 

Even their feet are fat. What do they live on?” 


Her terror terrifies me and I rise 

to offer tea and sympathy, to turn the lamps on. 
Ought I to apologize for the Baby Boom? 

She sighs “It is so quiet here...” 

The shadows shrink into the corners of the room. 
Safely middle-aged and upper-middle class, 

the only things we have to fear are acts of God, 
the night we can no longer come. 
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SUMMING UP 


When I am old and yellow-eyed and full of grief, 
incapable of love or gratitude or honor, 

I will remember her in whom the hot blood beat 
that summer when the one imperative was “Breed!” 
and broke my life in two and banished me 

from ivory towers forever. Then it was dishes, 
diapers and dust, cheap pleasures and responsibilities 
too heavy for one woman's shoulders dawn to dusk 
and making love on cast-off mattresses at midnight 
in rented houses, homesick, nothing fit to read. 


Well, we do survive indignities and now at last 

we live in posh simplicity and save 

our excess income for the exigencies of old age 

and preen ourselves for company and say: 

“Our son the doctor...”; “Sean, the horticulturist...”; 
“David, who's got it made...” 
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SACRAMENT ON SUNSET AVENUE 


McDonald's golden arches thrust against the sky 

their giant abstractions of maternal breasts 

to offer every man his daily feast 

of mediocrity and still we lust 

for something that we cannot name. 

We seek a New Jerusalem where Schlitz and Dairy Queen 
immortal, gush 

from fountains blessed in Jesus' name and damn the cost 
in calories and gasoline. 

We won't go home again until our hunger's hushed 

and death and pain 

are wiped away like tears of anger from a baby's face. 

O neon promises that beckon us to bliss! 

O holy city where the first shall not be last! 

Give us this day our just desserts 


and let the food be fast. 
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MUSEUM PIECE 


Figures sculpted in cold consommé 


these superannuated southern belles on white verandahs 


sweat gentely in their printed silks. 

Corseted, with hats and stockings in the sun, 
they do not give an inch. 

They have obeyed their mothers’ dictum 

that a lady never lolls. Bolt upright 

they have survived great epidemics, foreign wars, 
others’ adulteries and earned 

the right to sit here swilling tea, 

telling the same old yardman again precisely 
how to cut the grass-- 

one and three-quarters inches for St. Augustine-- 
while the sun sets red, predictably, 


as it will rise tomorrow. 
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SOLILOQUY AT BEECH MOUNTAIN 


“Mostly to escape my father’s house, 

its noisy loneliness, 

I married a handsome man I hardly knew 
and learned to make do on a barber’s pay 
and bore him, in twelve years, 

eight brawling children. 


“He died and left me pregnant, penniless 

in a windy town too near the ocean. 

So I bound up my auburn hair into a widow’s knot 
and begged my father for a place to come to. 


“And I fed and clothed and kept them all 

on sandy land, a bible in one hand 

and a stout stick in the other. 

I only wanted, always, to be loved. 

Did I do all the right things for the wrong reasons?” 
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NONAGENARIAN 


Winters you wake in an arctic bedroom 

to drag yourself into a cardigan 

and crouched before the one oilstove 

begin the endless doing up of buttons. 

Noon and the soup seethes in its kettle 

like a bad lung. Someone brings food and letters, 
laundry, pills. You like to live alone. 


What did it mean, the years of planting, 
plucking, planting? 


No one you know has lived so long. 


You have outlived even fear, the treachery 
of bone and fat and sinew. 

Who would spend his eyes on books 
when history is what the heart has known? 
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MEDITATION 


It is not death I fear, but disillusion. 

All I know of dying is an aftermath-- 

the few sad sticks of furniture 

and baubles hawked by auctioneers 

because nobody cares that these cheap cups and saucers held 
strong tea and sugar, comfort 

for a day gone wrong or right, 

that this chair mattered to a mind 

which had no answers to the human plight 

but patience and a bowing of the head. 


I want to die upright, on my two feet and fighting 
like Elizabeth the First, 

to shake my fist at Chaos as she brandished dreams 
of empire in the teeth of night. 

I want to die upright, 

even if held up by hirelings, 

shouting dire and needful poems 

into the ether, making light. 
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THE STAINLESS STEEL SOPRANO 


SONNETS TO AN OXFORD DON 


I 
SPACE AGE SONNET 


I know there is no lucid, fixed design 

that holds the planets in unerring flight. 

I know there is no Santa Claus, no sprite, 
no priest, no Pandemonium, no holy wine. 
I know that I was born and blunder, blind, 
to certain death and I accept my plight. 

I do not hope to turn or conquer night 
with cunning candles burning in my mind. 


but best-beloved, when I shudder, sleep, 

. and wake to morning breaking in your eyes, 
and meet your face across another day 

I wish there were some holy vows to keep, 
anachronistic angels in the skies, 

and altars, absolute, where I might pray. 
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iT 
A DEFINITION 


Someday, soon perhaps, some mutual friend 
will telephone me with the awful fact 

or no one will, too paralyzed by tact 

or grief or fear or politics 

and I will overhear it at the entr'acte 

and not cry out or faint, or bursting into tears 
run wildly out into the night 

to curse the night for being black. 


the other woman, after all, has never had the right 
to weep in public or be spared the slightest shock. 
she copes as best she can with heart attacks 

in hotel rooms, and if he lives, 

learns hell has neither calendars nor clocks. 

Hell is the only place with no alternatives. 
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It 
WAITER, CHECK PLEASE! 


Improbable, impossible, beyond belief 

that I can talk and breathe and eat and drink, 
consult my calendar, avoid the brink 

of absolute despair, pretend relief 

that you are gone, deny that any grief 
attends your going. I dare not stop to think 
beyond this moment and the comfortable clink 
of teacups, conversation, and the brief 

bright smile some slight acquaintance throws 
in my direction while the Muzak plays 

the sort of song you scathingly abhorred. 

I light a cigarette and while it glows 

the profit and the loss of all my days 

lies waiting on the tablecloth, ignored. 
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IV 
A QUIET DEATH 


When old accustomed frenzy rends my heart 
with fang and claw, devours the dream I saved 
and slinks away to sleep, I lie apart 

and watch me die a quiet death. Engraved 
on air, the ash of brittle hope 

grows cold and still and huddles on my name 
that has no seemly spark or threat of scope. 
They lied who swore the tiger fears the flame! 
I fed the fire with every tinselled twig 

or tree trunk I could scavenge from the cold, 
conjured courage out of fear, a single fig 


from thistles. One dream was all my heart could hold. 


the dream devoured, the ashes duly blest, 
my heart turns with a sigh from light to rest. 
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POSTPONED SUICIDES 


1. Electra Complex 


I have buried my father. 

He is dead, 

there is nothing more to do 

but watch the way the light falls 
through the west window. 
Through a cloud of bees 

the scarlet quince unsheathes 

its daggers, 

April ambush. Red, red. 


And I live 

like a recluse or an invalid 

bleeding internally 

from an ancient wound well known to women 
for which there is no comfort 

and no cure. 


hel 


2. No Deadly Drug 


He took one little breath and died. 

How silly of me not to have known 

that living is from breath to breath. 

But the body knows itself, 

goes on doing the things it does 

and the old brain, even under morphine, 
shunts the blood from organ to organ, 
lifts the tired lung again. 


How angular the dead are, 
all jutting nose and chin 

in cancer cases skeletal, 
bizarre crook of a leg, 

limp claws that were hands. 


To have gone finally beyond pain, 
that is something. 

Dying is easy. 

It is living, living that is hard. 
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3. In the Sure and Certain Hope 


The dead do not rise. 

No matter what they tell you, 
nothing can come of this. 

He lies there in his gray steel casket 
like a submarine, 

without air, without anything, 
proud, terrible and wise. 
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THE FATTED CALF SYNDROME 


1974 


He is off to pit his youth against the university 
and IJ, an unnatural mother, 
crippled by my mother’s platitudes, command: 


Come back with your shield or on it! 
Because it is the truth and only truth 
can bear the weight of what has lain, 
and lies, between us. 


1975 


Christmas comes with its sweetmeats, 

great joints of pork and beef, 

sun-shapes of tangerines and oranges. 

His appetite has grown gargantuan for chemistry 
and sex is sweet. I must meet Anne, 

a foul-mouthed blonde 


whose legs are longer than my memory. 
1976 


Cow college is no more his metier. 

He needs a neo-Gothic ambience, 

a more prestigious degree. 

Innured to poverty, he cannot marry 

but sleeps with the ballerina he brings home 
for me to feed—shy, beautiful and rich, a lady. 


Fd 


1978 


My gift to him on graduation day: 

a loaf of bread, homemade whole wheat, 
more Spartan than the words I gave him 
on the day he went away. 

His father gives him money. 


He grins and bears both gifts 


with grace and equanimity. 
1979 


Although we both know how 

you can't go home again 

he is at home, the final spree 

before the maelstrom sucks him in utterly. 

This time she could be a debutante and he 

must wear dress shirts and ties on the wards next year. 
I may outdo myself in a kitchen frenzy. 
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THE STAINLESS STEEL SOPRANO 


1. SOS from a Shared Cell 


This has gone on for years. 

It will go on for years. 

No exits and 

no easy answers. 

Only the sound of such small tears 
as women weep for fallen souffles 
or a broken fingernail 

have reached your tin ears. 


But I, love, I 
am a stainless steel soprano, 
mad as the music only I can hear. 


ra 


2. The Singer Is Not the Song 


It’s after midnight and I cannot sleep. 

I smoke and pace and smoke. You snore. 

Pale moonlight spills its silver on the floor. 

i creep like a somnambulist from room to room 
but finding nothing there amiss, return 

to lie beside you, edgy and alarmed. 


For I have sworn an oath, though not to you, 
to live without illusions. This is, perhaps, 
the ultimate illusion. I must make it do, 

eke out my strengths and weaknesses, 

correct my aim for known astigmatism, 

hope that aim is true. 


People in my profession learn to live on less 

love than the criminal lawyers do, more 
confusion than the buzz and bloom in the brains 
of schizophrenic children. I take my medicine, 

I know what day it is, and in the dark 

I lie beside you staring like a murderess. 
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3. Vocalize 


The music spirals, soars and dangles 

spinning like a noose from Spanish ceilings. 

Still there is more: 

The arabesque, obscene autism of a woman singing 
to herself a song of meanings 

without words, words without meaning pours 
forth from an open sunlit door. 

I do not doubt it is Brazilian. 

I think she sings: “I loved you once. 

Now I no longer love you. I am bored; I flee.” 


The song is ended. 

I am an old and cherished doll, 
broken and inexpertly mended. 
Whose are these tears that blind me? 
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4, Ego 


The rain falls hard and straight 
down, driven like shining nails 

into the grass, for it is summer 

and the grass, humbled by drought, 
swells suddenly as a sponge 

dipped into water swells 

to twice its weight and color. 


I cannot comprehend rain, 

how it falls differently 

in different places— 

here like nails 

or there like tears 

or in another place like balls of mercury— 
but always it is music, 

more than music. Rain 

is greater than Beethoven’s 

thundering; even the whisper of rain, 
more delicate than the mincingest Mozart, 
breaks me as the mallet cleaves the stone 
into smaller 

and smaller 

pieces. 
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HEARTSCAPE 


HEARTSCAPE 


Vacuuming the rugs by snowlight I can see 
blue shadows cast by trees across the lawn. 
The lawn has lost its summer's sickly green, 
become an oriental artist's spare calligraphy 
of hieroglyphs I cannot hope to read 


which makes the whiteness mean more than the shadows mean. 


I have been happy here. 

The heart has fed on beauty that had fed on tears. 

How did you know that what I needed was a change of scene? 
The only tracks that mar the perfect snow 

are postman's footprints leading to the door. 
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A VALENTINE (1985) 


Here we sit, backlit by lamplight— 

me with my astigmatism and a crooked tooth, 
you with your laughlines and shock of silvering hair— 
not so much changed as changing 

from what we were in youth, 

from crash and clatter to this smooth 

meshing of two gears perfectly grooved 

to turn the ponderous wheel another decade, two. 
The leather on this chair has lasted twenty years. 
The mantel clock, though it looks old, is new, 

a mutual gift commemorating thirty years 

of wresting some felicity, some truth 

from all the lies we did not choos 

to tell each other or the world at large. 

For what you were, and are, and are becoming 

I can only love you. 
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THE FACE IN THE BATHROOM MIRROR 


When the face in the bathroom mirror is your mother’s face, 
and your waistline thickens at the pace 

of an incredibly bad Victorian novel, 

and you suddenly notice that not one of your nightgowns 

is black lace, 

and your husband has brought his Hustler to bed with him, 
in case— 

it’s too late, lady, to think thin. 

The face in the bathroom mirror mouths: 

“Give up. Give in.” 
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HIATUS 


You’ve gone away—oh, not forever, no— 
but always when you go 

days sag in the middle. Night falls, 

and with the nightfall rain 

falls incessantly, without verve or gusto, 
straight down into the gutter where it drains 
into the sewer with a sigh. 


I need someone to hold me when I’m bitchy or in pain. 


Thirty years with you! I’ve grown too wise 

to fall for cheap Adonises, all circumcised, 

all younger than our youngest son, 

can't concentrate on “Playgirl’s” penis envy. 

Ah, love, the bane of all my life 

is that I cannot learn to lie. 

I scrub the ovens, bake a complicated pie, 

accept my aging ovaries, a little fame. 

Housework keeps me humble; sex has kept me sane. 
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ENTROPY 


Although I know now I could live without you 

I do not choose to live without you. 

Am [a fool to choose eternal twilight 

who have known mornings rimed with hoarfrost, 
honeyed noons and meteor-showered nights? 


It is I who choose to be your planet, 

you my weather, 

the fissures of my face the only chronograph we honor, 
let the blood beat as it may. 


Let us go down together, lifesize, inseparable, 
pseudoscientifically. 
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WHEN YOUR HUSBAND IS DYING OF CANCER 


In my fifties I am almost beautiful. 

Some unknown ancestor bequeathed to me 
these haughty bones of an aristocrat— 

the narrow feet, the bony hands, 

the cheekbones that reflect the light 

in photographs. In photographs 

I do not recognize my face. 

It looks like Audrey Hepburn or 

some other out-of-fashion beauty going grey, 
gone heavier and somehow blurred 

and gentled by experience, 

less maniacal, less tense. 

The body is too lush to be 

the body of a widow or a corpse. 

Men watch me with a new surmise, 

a look of mingled lust and pity. 

Having heard the man I’m married to is terminal, 
they look at me and can’t believe their eyes. 
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SUMMER 1953 (W. W. G. 1934-1989) 


We stood in ocean water to our knees 

as night fell on the cold Atlantic, 

turning the green seawater to inky purple. 

Instantly the sky was purple where it met the sea 

and stars appeared, not one by one 

but suddenly, the whole sky was ablaze with uncountable stars 
and while we gazed at the sky and the sea, 

my back to you and your strong arms around me, 

your two hands cupped my breasts and then the sea 
caught fire from a great floating swath of phosphorescence. 
Enchanted and in love with love 

we splashed in the cold fire on the sea 

until our arms, my breasts, your nipples glowed 

as if we were encrusted with a secret diamanté magic, 

our lust transformed by beauty such as few will ever see 
into astonishment and awe. 

As long as that one moment lives in memory 

and in these words on paper, love, 


I give you what the world calls immortality. 
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SUMMER 1988 (W.W.G. 1934-1989) 


The diagnosis “cancer” changes everything. 
Suddenly the very cups and saucers come 

under the aspect of eternity and death looms, 
foreshortening the future we had dreamed. 
Nothing I can write or speak in love or anger 

can undo this thing that has been done 

by your neglect of symptoms 

that should have sent you to the doctors long ago. 


Your misspent bravado, love, has cost me everything: 


husband, lover, friend, 

my very raison d’etre, gone 

before your time and I, 

with nothing left to live for in this vacuum, 
must find some way to commit successful suicide 
or live, perhaps for years, alone. 

How shall I learn to live alone? 

How shall I learn to want to live? 

Where shall I find another voice, 


another hand, another mouth like yours? 
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TO THE DEATH 


“Love is more like wrestling than dancing.” 


At the end we were like two blind wrestlers, 

stumbling past each other in the dark, 

unequal to the struggle, too intense, too bitter to concede 
the match, too expert with our weapons to believe 

one could not win or both be beaten by fatigue, 

until the tumor flowered in your brain and finally 

you fell asleep, curled like a fetus in your narrow bed. 


I could not call you back, could not defeat you 

with a few well-chosen words, could not even grant you victory 

by default, by giving up another precious inch 

of my infinitesimal country. I wish I could believe 

that somewhere, somehow, something does survive— 

that you could finally see me as I am 

and as I always have been: wanting our love to be 

more than human love can ever be, 

wanting to turn the anger inside out so that the world 
might see 

the tight, painstaking workmanship that took me thirty years 
and half my sight 


to weave, this panoply that has become your winding sheet. 
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EXTENDED METAPHOR: TROUT FISHING 


The brown trout rises eagerly out of the clear water, 
her mouth wide open for the shining fly 

and catches it. Suspended in mid-air 

she glistens, out of her element, 

not knowing it will be the death of her, 

not caring if she knew. 

Knowing only she must eat to live, 

she lets her appetite for life beguile her, 

hurls herself into the air she cannot breathe 

because her hunger is so sharp she sees no choice 
but to risk everything for an imperative. 

Her antics move the fisherman to glee. 

He lands her deftly, see, without a wasted motion, 
lays her gasping on the grass. 

He thinks perhaps he'd mount her if only she had fought, 
if it had not been so easy. 


4] 


LIONESS 


I am like a caged cat, 

restless, bored, 

snarling, yawning, 

always-- always-- 

testing the bars for any exit, 

any way back to the wild, 

the once familiar learned geography 
of freedom and the un- 
self-consciousness of being. 


I watch the watchers 

with my yellow eyes 

and bare my fangs, 

unsheathe my claws, 

my great head swinging like a pendulum. 

Oh, I could kill, 

with ease and without anger, | 
for my food. 

They bring me red meat, 

raw and bleeding, 

in a barrow. 

I could rip the keeper's arm off 
with one blow. 
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CREWEL FLOWERS FROM THE TREE OF LIFE 


Perhaps such flowers actually grew in Jacobean gardens. 
Improbable lilies, roses, corkscrew tendrils, thorns 
stiffen at impossible angles on a single stem. 

Even under glass, in certain slants of light, 


these keep the quality of nightmare. 


It is as if some antique gentle woman, deft and bored, 
pricked out in floss on creamy linen 

monstrous meanings that she saw, or thought she saw: 
how art and nature coalesce to fool the eye, 

how myth mocks history. 


This also could account for unicorns... 
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PHOENIX 


When I do my highwire act 

there has to be a man to catch me. 

If I fall (I never do) 

there has to be a man with deft hands there 
to put me back together for the second show. 
I can fly in spangled satin 

if I trust him, 

glittering, a dazzle of white light 


and music with no name. 


Ae, 


THE MIDAS TOUCH 


Too many years I tried to sew 

a silk purse from a sow’s ear. I’ve spun gold 

from straw by mixing it with blood— 

a feat that left me pale and wan 

and weeping with the cold. 

Now, rich beyond my wildest dreams, I hold 

my heart in my scarred hands and find it labelled “Sold.” 
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RORSCHACH 


RORSCHACH I 


Tuesday. 

They are strafing the corridors. 

The stench of cordite mingles with the taste of tears. 
Snipers on the roof discourage visitors 

and intercept the mail. 


I have built this makehsift barricade of sheets and pillows 
to protect my Olivetti-Underwood 
until I see my chance to smuggle out this letter. 


Tell T- the torch burns brighter here. 
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RORSCHACH IT 


My mama married for love. 

She hung her marriage license, framed, 
above the bed in the best bedroom 
and watched the ink fade forty years. 


She was that kind of woman. 


My daddy looked like Ernest Hemingway. 
Following his dogs 

he bagged ten thousand quail 

and never kept a check stub, read a book, 


or looked behind him. 


So here I am, 
chipping away at the writer’s block. 
My shrink can’t remember my name. 
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RORSCHACH IIT 


It comes like clockwork, 

phases of the moon, despair 

as thick as the proverbial peasoup, 

acres of it to be got through 

simply because it’s there, addressed to you, 
and nobody else can cope. 


You grow accustomed to it 


like an idiot with a pebble in his shoe. 


You learn to lean into the wind and compensate. 


It does not occur to you 


to curse the pebble or take off the shoe. 
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RORSCHACH IV 


After the hysterectomy 

she took up gardening: 

cacti, spiteful spiny things 

that bristled most alarmingly 
whenever anyone came near. 

Also succulents, those lunar plants 
that have no chlorophyll 


and most resemble artichokes. 


When her lover left town 

her husband moved to the rare book room 

at the top of his head 

from which he comes down only on weekends 
to sulk and sip warm beer 


on the verandah. 
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RORSCHACH V 


Salting the wound now 
animal against abrasive 
Lean on any wall 
Smile, don’t scream 

to the nearest exit: 


whatever you do, don’t bleed 


on anybody’s rug 
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RORSCHACH VI 


The mortuary’s posh interior exudes 

a shoddy elegance. 

The manager wears elevator shoes 

and pussyfoots through pink plush corridors. 
“Abide With Me” seeps unctuously 

from an inner sanctum but our eyes are glued 
to gilt chairs, velveteen banquettes, 

bowls and bowls of realistic roses. 


The minister is vague, apologetic, 

mercifully brief. The corpse and its cortege 

depart in a barrage of white carnations, Kleenex, 

closing doors. 

The rain escorts us to the cemetery 

through a maze of streets, 

our tires sighing, sighing like insomniacs rehearsing sleep. 


The new grave gapes, a red wound stanched with Astroturf. 
“Ashes to ashes, dust to dust...” 

the casket, airtight, waterproof, 

sinks surreptitiously. There is a faint 

pneumatic hiss, then silence. 

The funeral director grins lugubriously, 

flicking raindrops from the chiselled shoulders 


of his immaculate silk suit. 
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RORSCHACH VII 


FURTHER INSTRUCTIONS: 


It is a process of 
discrimination: 

to tell the baby from the bath 
and do it 

when it must be done. 

Some semblance of 

panache disarms the critics... 
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RORSCHACH 


My spine’s an S-curve after 

forty years spent curvetting from steppe to steppe. 
Behind me, clever castanets, 

the wolf's jaws click in syncopation. 

| survive by hedging bets 


with vital organs, fortresses of snow. 


Half in love with Robert Lowell, 
hooked on hope and hopelessly in debt, 
I sing my song, on key if out of focus. 

I am as ruthless as a plastic daisy. 
Never forget. 
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RORSCHACH IX 


The child I never was looks back at me, 
one bold enormous eye 

that peers and winks and widens 

at the wrong end of the telescope. 


What? What does she see? 

The sibyl swinging smugly in a jar. 
Left. Right. Left. Right. 

Is it a prophecy? 

A pendulum? 

An albatross? 


Someone is writing on the sky: 


HOUSEWIFE HAS INTIMATIONS OF IMMORTALITY. 


95 


RORSCHACH X 


Here are toys for the tomb— 

earrings, organza roses. 

The room reeks of stale Shalimar and sex. 
Cold coffee in a dimestore cup 

skims over, iridescent as motor oil 

and rich, rich 


as the fabulous eyes of the peacock. 


No more goodbyes. 
The sibyl alternately shrieks and sighs. 
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REALITIES 


SMALL SONG 


Sunday poets ride no tigers, 

post no bills. 

Love, I would write on wet sand 
with a pointed stick, 

on ticker tape, 

shirtcuffs or kitchen walls. 

I have no time for small talk: 
adverbs fail me. All 

my pencils snap like chalk. 

I gather crutches, twigs, 
accidental implements that wash ashore. 
Dismounting, 

even in a country famous for rain, 
I would write your name in blood 
on every stone. 
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ANNUAL APRIL POEM 


I sit here in a dead poet’s dining room 

and think about the way things end: 

neatly, without noise, for the tidy-minded— 
everything in order, pigeon-holed, 

a copperplate fimis in flowing script, 

a sigh, perhaps, not overdone: 


not, certainly, this wild reluctance to be gone, 
this clutching at cliffs, this avalanche 
of expletives that hurtles down and down, 


this gauche, unseemly gout of blood, this glimpse of bone. 
I could have loved you longer. 


Always in April, when the ritual rains come 

and the old wounds open and the bees dance in the sun 
I write this poem, over and over: 

not that love ends, but that the blow 

be dealt by you, to me, by telephone 

(and of all places in a public library 

where one dies, if one must die, quietly, 

with strict decorum, at one’s desk, alone). 
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IT COULD BE CANCER 


We are both here for the best of reasons: 
she, in Pepto-Bismol pink with pearls, 
I in my best beige ersatz serenity. 


NO SMOKING 


She fumbles through the mare’s nest of old magazines; 
I watch the bleak aquarium, 

the aimless nudge and nuzzle of the fish 

among the plastic fronds for sanctuary. 

Her smile, my smile 

seem painted on. 


Impaled on this enormity 


we find no formula for conversation. 
Our tumors tick like time bombs. 
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THE POMPOM GIRLS 


The pompom girls come on 

like nymphs pursued by musclebound 

Dark Horses in outrageous uniforms, 

stretch nylon, black and gold, with horseshoes 


stencilled in limp epaulettes on every shoulder. 


Hormones spurt with every grandstand play. 
Sweat sparkles under lights like rhinestones. 


Ah, the pretty pompom girls, 

their firm thighs flashing, soft hair 
long enough to sit on, 

breasts as hard as autumn apples... 


Outside of Eden, grim and envious, we wait, 
thumbs up beside our graying husbands, 

for the inevitable “You can’t win’em 

all.” Were we once the majorettes 

in spangled satin, slim and virginal, 


the pompom girls? 
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OLD WIVES’ TALE 


I am too chic to say I love you 

(although I love you). You are too beautiful; 
your face beneath the lace mantilla 

sweats like a julep in a silver cup. 


All eyes are on you, dewy with resolution, 
plighting the inhuman troth no man can keep 
and scarcely any woman. 

(Even the brides of Christ have fantasies 

at forty or go slightly mad with saintliness. 
Stigmata, yes. Their hands weep blood.) 


Art of the orthodontist, contraception, wonder drugs, 
red meat, good genes, progressive schools 
have made you what you are today. 


Your mother and I applaud. 
“Garlic and sapphires in the mud...” 


Poets, too, go slightly mad at forty. 
I would spare you if I could. 
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A LITTLE LIGHT HOUSEKEEPING 


1 


Waiting in the restaurant, I try 

to nurse my cup of coffee but my mouth is dry. 

Is this dress inconspicuous enough? 

At my age I should be as tough 

and brassy as a Hay Street whore. | 

At last you enter, looking every inch the editor, 

as we arranged it, brandishing your decoy 

briefcase and bifocals that I didn’t know you wore. The ploy 
works; the waitress is completely taken in. 

No one suspects two intellectuals of sin. 

Besides, you are adept at assignations. Only your eyes 
betray the brusque, avuncular disguise. 


2 


Only our eyes betray us as we muddle through 

the seafood platters from the mimeographed menu. 

Mine tastes like sawdust and the noise 

in the dining room is deafening. Good old boys 

and blue-haired ladies lunch here habitually. “...Dido’s 
remorse...” 

we shout in metaphors. Where I come from, decent people 
don’t divorce. 
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INSIDE STORY 


Night after night 

he drinks himself to sleep 

and dreams of money, fame and love 
in equal parts and grinds his teeth; 
breakfasts on beer and tuna, 
showers, shaves, 

feints tentatively at his jugular 

with a Wilkinson Sword Blade. 
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THE CASTIRON BUTTERFLY 


Heavier than air, its ponderous curlicues 
refuse to rise to the occasion. 

Impossible to imagine that itever flew, 
even foramoment beating the air 


with gaudy, breakable wings. 


This, then, iswhatit comes to: 

death of rainbows, 

the bright dream blackened, stiffening 

for one more casserole 

and the sibyl with her head in the oven screaming: 


IF YOU CAN’T STAND THE HEAT, GET OUT OF THEKITCHEN! 
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SPRING 1976 (pour un homme défunt) 


I have no faith now in astrology, 

except as an aesthetic. Politicians 

with their power plays don’t fill the bill 

and Miss America’s all teeth and tits and hair, 

an ad man’s Aphrodite, beckoning from billboards. 
Jesus, but the times are out of joint, the season’s ill. 
In place of poinsettias on the windowsills, 

the Women of the Church, in polyester Lily Ann’s, 
bring Easter lilies for the altar, 

chat in the sanctuary’s chill. 

Three days, three years-- it makes no difference. 
I'd pray if prayer would make a difference. 

You are not here. With time to kill, 

I rummage for an orange lipstick, Elavil. 
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ALL THINGS TO ALL MEN 


I, who have tried to be (and often been) 

all things to all men— 

mother, mistress, lover, friend, 

confidante of queers and lushes, 

minx, masochist and whipper-in, 

agent provocateur of egomaniacs and has-beens— 
make this, my manifesto: Never again 

will I, by so much as the quiver of an eyelash 

or the angle of my chin 

invite, encourage or compel 

the confidence of con men. 

Nor will I play puppet, pawn, pushover 

or girl Friday to your Machiavellian 

tendencies. Don’t tell me that your wife’s a bore, 
is frigid, doesn’t understand. 

I’ve heard that song before 

and I know how it ends. 
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AFTERWORD 


For me— and, I suspect, for most thinking people— life has been 
a long series of postponed suicides. We call it “living one day at a 
time” and it takes all the courage we can muster sometimes to 
face another day that may well be worse than the last. And yet we 
go on loving when we can and trying when we do not think we 
can and somehow one day find ourselves old and still alive and 
even a little smug at having made it to the age of sixty-five or 
seventy. We find that all along we have been trusting the anesthe- 
siologist and then we die, and someone quotes our own words for 


our epitaph. 


~ Kathryn Bright Gurkin 
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